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Leaders from fourteen Latin American and Caribbean countries met in Quito, Ecuador, Sept. 5-6 for
the ninth Rio Group Summit. The agenda focused on social issues, especially the war on drugs and
increasing poverty in the region. Government corruption and capital flight were also under scrutiny
by the participants. The Rio Group evolved from the Contadora Group, which was formed in 1983
by Colombia, Mexico, Panama, and Venezuela to find a peaceful solution to the Central American
conflict. In 1985, those four nations were joined by Argentina, Brazil, Peru, and Uruguay, which
became the Contadora Support Group. In 1986, they decided to form a permanent consulting body
for political issues called the Group of Eight, or the Rio Group.
In addition to the eight original members, the group now includes Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador,
Nicaragua, Paraguay and Trinidad and Tobago, this last representing Caribbean nations. This
year's summit was held with serious crises hitting many of the member countries. After years of
rigid structural adjustment programs, in most countries inflation has been brought under control
and economic growth has returned. However, the successes have been overshadowed by growing
unemployment, poverty, and corruption scandals. In connection with the Rio Group Summit, a
regional poll, conducted simultaneously by independent public opinion firms in 23 countries, was
released on Sept. 4, showing that Latin Americans ranked dishonest officials as their number one
problem. Of the 10,000 people questioned, 38% ranked corruption as Latin America's top problem,
while government mismanagement came in second with 13% and drug trafficking third with 11%.
"Corruption, unfortunately, has become a widespread social illness," Ecuadoran President Sixto
Duran Ballen admitted in an opening address. "We live in a world that is undergoing constant
and profound changes as never before. These challenges demand urgent solutions to our common
problems such as extreme poverty, precarious public health, deficient basic education, insufficient
housing at all levels, as well as the need to preserve the environment, which is inexorably linked to
integral development."
During the meeting, Colombian President Ernesto Samper, whose administration is in jeopardy
because of alleged ties to drug trafficking, spoke out against corruption, drugs, and poverty,
saying these threatened to make the region ungovernable. "Despite economic advances, we
have not progressed on social issues as we would have liked," Samper said. He called on his 13
colleagues to seek an alternative model of regional development focusing on "social problems and
unemployment."
Paraguayan President Juan Carlos Wasmosy told the meeting that countries affected by the twin
scourges of drugs and corruption cannot handle these problems unilaterally, or even multilaterally.
He said that drug-consuming countries, notably the US and Europe, must also "take the lead" in
dealing with the problem. Bolivian President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada said that corruption,
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like inflation, will never disappear, but it is necessary to "keep it to a single digit." He said "zero
corruption" was the ideal, but since that is impossible, it must be "kept under control, so it will not
threaten the structure of democratic institutions." The final 22-point Quito Declaration touches upon
the need to intensify regional efforts to reduce poverty, and to stem drug trafficking, corruption, and
terrorism. "We are convinced that corruption weakens democratic legitimacy, damages the prestige
of its institutions, and constitutes a factor of social disintegration that distorts the economic system,"
reads the declaration. It also promotes closer ties with the European Union and adherence to the
agreements reached in the Summit of the Americas in Miami in December 1994.
The document supports efforts to foster regional integration, and includes an attachment dealing
with the problem of capital flight, but lacks specific recommendations or concrete measures to do
so. The summit also condemned the resumption of nuclear weapons testing by China and France,
with special emphasis on French tests in the Pacific, "a geographical area comprising most of the
Rio Group countries." In addition to the official agenda, the meeting provided an opportunity for
bilateral talks on several thorny issues.
Presidents Eduardo Frei of Chile and Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada of Bolivia met to discuss the longstanding Bolivian goal to find an opening to the Atlantic. President Violeta Barrios de Chamorro and
Colombian President Samper met to discuss the territorial dispute over the Caribbean islands of San
Andres and Providencia. Nicaragua claims sovereignty over them, saying they were unfairly signed
away while the country was under US occupation early in this century. And perhaps most important
to the region, the visit to Quito by Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori was seen as a significant
advance toward normalization of relations between Ecuador and Peru, which in turn will contribute
to the search for a permanent solution to the border dispute between the two countries. [Sources:
Associated Press, 09/04/95; Reuter, 09/01/95, 09/03/95, 09/05/95; Agence France-Presse and Notimex,
09/05/95; Hoy (Quito), 09/01/95, 09/04/95, 09/05/95, 09/07/95]
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